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Three Stages  

On March 11, 2020 the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a global pandemic.  On March 12, 

2020 Governor Northam declared a State of Emergency for the Commonwealth of Virginia.  On March 17, 

2020 a local State of Emergency was declared by the City of Roanoke and so began the first stage related 

to the pandemic.  Roanoke is approaching this unprecedented public health and economic crisis within 

the context of three stages – Response, Recovery, and Resiliency.  While they are unique in their 

challenges and necessary actions, overlap is expected as the community transitions from one stage to the 

next.  Each stage is further explained in the following: 

Response 

With the enactment of the local State of Emergency on March 17, the City of Roanoke officially initiated 

its response to COVID-19.  As of the preparation of this document, the City remains in the Response Stage 

while preparing and planning for the Recovery Stage.  The Response Stage has included a number of 

significant actions designed primarily to address the public health needs of the community and the City 

workforce and secondarily to mitigate economic impacts associated with the virus.  Notable actions in 

addition to the State of Emergency declaration have included activation of emergency operations, closure 

of municipal facilities and cancellation of most civic events and public meetings, implementation of 

community-wide extreme physical distancing, alterations in public service delivery, COVID-19 testing and 

contract tracing, emergency financial support to small businesses and vulnerable populations, municipal 

expenditure controls, and various policy adoptions. 

Recovery 

Though we remain in the Response Stage, it is certain that the community will progress into the Recovery 

Stage at some point in the not-too-distant future.  It is therefore appropriate and necessary to initiate 

planning for recovery even while continuing to respond to the immediate health and safety needs of our 

community.  The Recovery Stage will be informed by data and guidance from local, state and federal 

sources.  The primary focus of the Recovery Stage will be the “re-opening” of the local economy and 

municipal operations in a safe manner.  The secondary focus will be on supporting recovery of local 

businesses and impacted individuals.  The Recovery Stage itself will likely occur in phases, each building 

upon the other. 

Resiliency 

As has been the case historically, Roanoke will face similar challenges in the future that place the 

community’s health and well-being at great risk.  Most immediate is the risk of resurgence of the COVID-

19 virus over the upcoming months or even years.  Once recovery is well underway, steps should be taken 

to fortify our community and local economy against similar future shocks, to the extent practical.  As the 

current pandemic has demonstrated, such crises rarely limit their impacts to a single jurisdiction or region.  

Actions in this stage therefore must be fully integrated into similar efforts at the regional, state and 

national levels.  At points along the way it will also be appropriate to celebrate the efforts that were 

undertaken in response to the crisis and commemorate the losses suffered as a way for the community 

to heal emotionally as well as physically.  
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Guiding Principles 

Each of the three stages will be guided by a set of principles driven by the City’s strategic priorities.  The 

City will maintain its focus, even in this crisis to pursue long-term high-impact change enabling the success 

of its residents, families and businesses – no matter their location in the City.  Recommendations and 

actions will be based upon: 

 Compassion 

 Respect & Dignity  

 Collaborative Partnerships 

 Trustworthiness 

 Equity 

Response 

With the arrival of COVID-19 in our community and declaration of National, State and Local States of 

Emergency, Roanoke began its response to the Coronavirus.  As of the preparation of this document more 

than 1 million U.S. citizens have contracted the virus and more than 70,000 have succumbed to its effects.  

Locally, the health impact has been more modest than in many other locales, yet hundreds are known to 

have contracted the virus and some have perished as a result.  Economically, with the closure of all non-

essential businesses and the near-complete halt to most economic activities – all a necessary aspect of 

the extreme physical distancing - the impacts in our area have been as severe as any place in the 

Commonwealth.   

The response in Roanoke has been oriented around the following practices: 

Community-based extreme physical distancing – Guided by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention 

and a set of Executive Orders from the Governor, non-essential economic and social activities were halted, 

residents were encouraged to maintain at least six feet of distance from one another and gatherings in 

excess of 10 people were generally prohibited.  These steps were taken to help “flatten the curve,” i.e., 

lower the number of people exposed to the virus and therefore lower the potential demand for hospital 

beds and Intensive Care treatment, matching the available capacity.   

COVID-19 related testing and contact tracing – Led by the Roanoke-Alleghany Health District, tests have 

been performed on symptomatic patients seeking care at area hospitals and those engaged in health care 

work, first responders or long-term care providers.  In most instances Health District personnel sought out 

individuals that may have had contact with someone that tested positive for COVID-19 to alert them and 

enable self-isolation.  Recently, the City Council drafted and distributed a letter to State and Federal 

officials requesting an increased in testing and contact tracing.  Over the course of the Response Stage, 

the amount of testing has increased and the speed of delivery of results has accelerated. 

Enhanced hospital capacity/PPE supply – A primary concern associated with the virus was the anticipated 

high number of patients needing access to hospitals and Intensive Care services that exceeded the 

availability of such facilities.  This concern is the reason extreme physical distancing practices were 

employed.  An additional concern throughout the Response Stage has been the availability of personal 

protective equipment (PPE) for health care workers and first responders.  The Governor’s Executive 

Orders included prohibitions against elective medical procedures to ensure  
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availability of hospital beds and increase the supply of PPE.  Though the area has struggled with the 

adequacy of PPE supplies, the capacity of hospital beds has not been exceeded throughout the entirety 

of the Response Stage. 

Altered municipal services – Concurrent with the declaration of the local State of Emergency, municipal 

offices were closed to the general public.  Additionally, most public meetings and events were cancelled 

and municipal employees began working remotely, alternate schedules, and varied work assignments.  

These steps were taken to ensure essential public services would continue to be provided while 

contributing to the objectives of physical distancing and employee safety.   

In addition to the public health crisis, our community is experiencing an unprecedented economic crisis, 

where a majority of local economic activity has ceased.  This crisis has placed the viability of businesses 

and the livelihood of residents at great risk.  The response in Roanoke to this aspect of the crises has been 

oriented around the following practices: 

Support of federal aid – Within weeks of the beginning of the COVID-related economic crisis Congress 

initiated unprecedented action to support individuals and businesses.  These actions included loans and 

grants to support payroll and other business expenses, increased and enhanced unemployment benefits, 

increased and enhanced social service benefits, etc.  The City has provided support (technical, financial, 

workforce, and communication) to each of these efforts. 

Direct support to individuals, families and businesses – The rapid loss of business activity and income has 

placed our most vulnerable residents at great risk for even the basics of safe housing, access to health 

care and food.  A coordinated response to these challenges has been underway for weeks, led by the local 

United Way.  Actions have included food delivery, securing of PPE, emergency assistance with utility bills, 

etc. 

Continued municipal services – Even in the midst of the public health crisis and the economic crisis, it is 

necessary for the City to ensure uninterrupted delivery of essential pubic services.  Public safety services 

such as E-911, Fire-EMS, and Police are often top-of-mind when thinking of essential services, however 

solid waste collection and disposal, social services, and financial management are no less essential in such 

critical times.  These services have continued, altered but uninterrupted, even as municipal tax revenues 

declined by as much as $10 million in just three months and as city employees faced their own health 

concerns. 

Community engagement and communications – From the declaration of a local emergency, the City has 

placed an emphasis on ensuring its residents and employees have access to trustworthy and reliable data 

and information.  This has been accomplished primarily through a dedicated presence on the City’s 

website.  Additionally, the City wants to be certain residents remained engaged with the City and one 

another.  This has been accomplished through the delivery of regular press conferences and via postings 

to the city’s social media accounts. 

Based upon guidance provided by the CDC and the Governor’s Office, Roanoke is likely to remain in the 

Response Stage until new cases and hospitalizations begin a sustainable decline.  Even as the State reaches 

this benchmark and the community moves into the Recovery Stage, it will be necessary that many of the 

actions taken in the Response Stage remain in effect for the near-term. 
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Recovery 

Even as the community continues to respond to COVID-19, it is appropriate and necessary to begin 

planning for recovery.  The primary focus of the Recovery Stage will be the “reopening” of the local 

economy and municipal operations in a safe manner.  The secondary focus will be supporting recovery of 

local businesses and impacted individuals.  The Recovery Stage itself will likely occur in phases, each 

building upon the other.  The Governor has issued his “Forward Virginia” blueprint to help guide the 

Commonwealth on when to safely begin easing public health restrictions and begin moving from response 

to recovery.  Actions, such as those recommended by the Governor are further guided by additional 

information provided from the White House, the CDC, Johns Hopkins School of Public Health (Public 

Health Principles for a Phased Reopening During COVID-19: Guidance for Governors), American Enterprise 

Institute (National Coronavirus Response:  A Road Map to Reopening), The National Governor’s 

Association (Roadmap to Recovery:  A Public Health Guide for Governors) and adjacent jurisdictions 

(Maryland Strong:  Roadmap to Recovery and Washington, D.C. ReopenDC).  Roanoke intends to rely upon 

these and other similar resources to plan for re-opening of the community and municipal facilities in a 

manageable and safe manner.   

The Governor has indicated Phase I of Recovery will begin when the following has been achieved: 

 14-day downward trend in confirmed cases as a percentage of overall tests and in reduced COVID-

19 hospitalizations 

 Testing of at least 10,000 individuals (in Virginia) per day with the capacity to perform the 

associated necessary contact tracing 

 On-going stable PPE supply chain across all sectors of healthcare 

 Continued capacity of healthcare system (personnel, beds, ICU, etc.)  

Once these benchmarks are reached, the Governor has indicated the following will occur: 

 Additional businesses opening with strict safety restrictions 

 Continued physical distancing 

 Continued recommendations for teleworking 

 Face coverings recommended in public 

The Governor has a task force working on taking these general guidelines and developing more specific 

recommendations that will further guide the implementation of Phase I of Recovery. 

In Roanoke our Recovery plans have both inward-facing and outward-facing components.  Inward-facing 

components include such considerations as necessary operational and physical adjustments to municipal 

facilities, budget concerns, etc.  Outward-facing components include such considerations as individual, 

non-profit and business support during recovery. 

Step 1 Recovery 

Inward-Facing 

Preparing municipal facilities for reopening - A staff working group has been assembled to assess what 

operational and physical changes to municipal facilities may be necessary to reopen to the general public.  

This working group is relying upon the best-available information from public health officials and  
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guidance provided by the CDC and the Governor’s Office and is working under the Supervision of the City 

Manager’s  

Office and closely with Division Directors, Appointed Officials and Elected Officials.  Additionally, the 

working group is accounting for any changes necessary due to expense reductions associated with the 

FY20 and FY21 budgets. 

Prior to reopening municipal facilities there will be agreement on the modifications (operational and 

physical) needed and they will be deployed/implemented. 

Securing the funds necessary to deliver services – The staff Budget Committee led by the Director of 

Finance and under the Supervision of the City Manager’s Office has assembled and worked to balance the 

current budget, in the face of revenue reductions approaching $10 million when compared to the adopted 

budget.  This has been largely accomplished through freezing all non-contractual expenditures, 

implementing a limited hiring freeze, pursuit of targeted savings, and limited furloughs of personnel.  

Assuming there are no further revenue reductions from the State, FY20 will end balanced with no further 

reductions necessary. 

The Budget Committee continues to prepare the FY21 budget – The staff Budget Committee led by the 

Director of Finance and under the Supervision of the City Manager’s Office has assembled and worked to 

develop the proposed FY21 budget.  It is anticipated that FY21 tax revenues will be nearly $2 million lower 

than the FY20 adopted budget and even FY19 actual revenues. 

Operational and physical changes at municipal facilities – A staff working group led by the Fire-EMS 

Deputy Chief, has assembled and is assessing current municipal facilities and operations to determine 

alterations that may be necessary to limit the size of gatherings and ensure physical distancing may be 

maintained by employees as well as customers.  This work is informed by any operational adjustments 

that are required as a result of budget decisions associated with the FY21 budget.  The working group will 

present their recommendations to the City Manager and upon approval, modifications will commence 

prior to re-opening municipal facilities to the general public. 

Recovery resources identification and implementation – A staff working group led by the City Manager’s 

Office has begun researching the availability of resources (financial and technical) from governmental and 

philanthropic sources that may aid our ability to deliver municipal services.  This group will continually 

report their findings to various municipal departments for implementation, where appropriate. 

Outward-Facing 

Small-business and vulnerable population support – A staff working group led by the City Manager’s Office 

has begun researching the availability of resources (financial and technical) from governmental and 

philanthropic sources that may aid in the stability and recovery of local small businesses and those that 

may struggle financially in our community.  This group is securing funds and developing a wide-range of 

initiatives that will support these interests.  To date, this has included funding assistance for small 

businesses, homeless populations, various housing and social service assistance programs, and technical 

support.   

Economic conditions monitoring – A staff working group led by the City Manager’s Office in collaboration 

with the Roanoke Regional Partnership has begun development of an Economic Advisory Panel  
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consisting of representatives from a variety of local economic sectors.  The purpose of the panel is to aid 

the group in understanding how the local economy is performing through the Recovery Stage, where 

challenges remain and how we may be able to support recovery and address challenges.  The work of the 

panel will also aid the group in keeping the City Manager’s Office and the City Council apprised of key 

revenue trends that impact the FY21 budget implementation. 

Council community assessment – The City Council is engaged in a direct assessment of community 

conditions.  This assessment involves personal (virtual) conversations with business owners, non-profit 

leaders, faith leaders, and others to gain a more informed understanding of how those in our community 

are doing and what struggles they are facing.  This assessment will assist the Council in tailoring its 

responses during the Recovery Stage.  The Council will report its findings at upcoming meetings. 

Boards & Commissions – City staff will develop a schedule and timeline for reactivating various Boards 

and Commissions as municipal facilities begin to reopen to the general public. 

Communication & Engagement – City staff will continue to manage and update the COVID-19 related web 

page for as long as appropriate.  Further, a Recovery-oriented webpage has been developed and will be 

managed to offer relevant information about the City’s recovery efforts enabling residents and businesses 

to communicate and engage with the City. 

Step 2 Recovery 

Inward-Facing 

Monitoring and reporting on FY21 budget – The City Manager’s Office will at least monthly present key 

revenue performance indicators to the City Council related to the FY21 Budget.  These indicators will be 

informed by the work of the Economic Conditions Work Group and Economic Advisory Panel initiated in 

Step 1.  This information will enable City Management and City Council to determine trends and offer an 

early-warning system that will enable more dynamic budget management, should additional expenditure 

controls become necessary. 

Service expansion – Based upon continued guidance from the Governor, the CDC, VDH, and others, 

municipal facilities and programs will continue to reopen and offer additional programming. 

Outward-Facing 

Recovery Fund Task Force – Chaired by the Mayor and Vice-Mayor with Council-selected representatives 

from a collection of interests, this Task Force will make recommendations about the use of a newly 

established Recovery Fund (this Fund will consist of at least $1 million from municipal funds, CDBG-CV 

funds, State funds, philanthropic funds, etc.) to assist the community in its COVID-19 recovery efforts.  

This group will be informed by the work of the Council community assessment and the various working 

groups initiated in Step 1.  The recommendations of the Task Force will be presented to Council for action. 
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Resiliency 

The final stage in the City’s efforts advances the community toward resiliency.  How will we work to 

prevent or mitigate similar crises in the future?  How will we prepare our community and municipal 

operations for shocks that might accompany similar crises?  How can we continue to strengthen our most 

vulnerable citizens?  How do we reclaim the trajectory we were on before the pandemic – one with a 

vibrant downtown, strong regional economy, growing reputation as a center of outdoor activities, eclectic 

local business offerings, etc.?   

History unfortunately indicates that a resurgence of COVID-19 is likely and with it, a return of the 

restrictions and enhanced physical separation, just experienced.  One recent study, produced by the 

Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota (COVID-19:  The CIDRAP 

Viewpoint) highlights that COVID-19 emulates influenza pandemics – four of which have occurred since 

1900.  This study further outlines three potential scenarios for the future of the pandemic over the next 

few months to two years.  These scenarios range from an on-going pattern of transmissions and cases 

with no discernible peaks to one that portrays a significant peak in the fall or winter of 2020-2021.  Perhaps 

most significant is the study’s statement that even with the presence of medical treatments and a vaccine, 

it is highly probable that some type of response to COVID-19 will be necessary for the next 18 to 24 

months. 

This simply highlights the need to prepare for and manage any future outbreaks in our community.  Much 

of what is necessary rests at the State and Federal level and involves our local health care system, but it 

will be necessary for us to support locally any identified public health guidance or requirements – such as 

enhanced physical distancing, general testing, temporary closures, etc. 

Key to building our public health resiliency will be a thorough debriefing of our most recent response – 

what worked and what didn’t?  What gaps were noted and how can they be avoided in the future?  These 

efforts will be undertaken by the City’s Emergency Management personnel with findings provided to City 

Management and City Council.  Additionally, in response to the virus, we have radically altered the way 

we provide municipal services through the use of teleworking, digital access to services, etc.  Each of these 

have the potential of reducing future risks associated with pandemics as well as costs of municipal 

operations and may be worthy of retaining as we move beyond the current crisis. 

The City guides its actions via a Strategic Plan with strategic priorities accompanied by an Organizational 

Plan designed to make progress on these priorities.  Many of these priorities and their associated 

initiatives and actions were born out of the Great Recession and intended to make the community more 

resilient to economic downturns.  These efforts were bearing fruit and it is essential to determine how 

best to regain our footing and continue progress on these.  Our efforts at supporting a vibrant downtown 

and a new economy built upon health care, bio-medical research, higher education, advanced 

manufacturing, hospitality and tourism and outdoor recreation must continue.  Likewise our efforts at 

strengthening each of our neighborhoods, business districts and corridors.  Progress must continue 

addressing inequities and poverty – disparities in health outcomes are more important now than even 

before.  Protection and enhancement of our local environment and continued progress toward 

sustainability must not become a casualty of the virus or the economic crisis.  Conversations about how 

to “reclaim” these efforts should begin as soon as practical and should increase as the community moves 

through the Recovery Stage, drawing upon our deep network of partners. 
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The efforts to address this crisis will likely involve sacrifice and loss over a period of many months if not 

years.  Such effort should be acknowledged, even celebrated when appropriate.  The unprecedented 

nature of this crisis also warrants commemoration or memorialization of those lost.  Celebrations and 

commemorations can promote the healing of our community and foster greater resiliency. 

Equity 

The Roanoke Comprehensive Plan places equity as one of its overarching objectives for our community.  

Though a community of great compassion, we are also a community of inequity, with pockets of intense 

poverty and most relevant to the current crisis, inequitable health outcomes.  The community has made 

great strides in the past several years addressing these inequities, which are directly related to issues of 

race and poverty.  It is therefore imperative to ensure that the response to and recovery from, places 

equity front and center to ensure the health and safety of all Roanoke residents and that resiliency is 

enhanced for each household, local business and neighborhood.   

Conclusion 

COVID-19 and the on-going response to and recovery from remains dynamic and so will the City’s 

approach.  This document provides a beginning point for a framework to guide that approach and itself 

will need to adapt and be revised as more information becomes available and as the situation evolves.  

Over the course of its 125+ years, the City of Roanoke has faced many challenges, though few as great as 

that we are currently dealing with.  In each instance, we prevailed – we are stronger, more vibrant, 

more equitable and have greater wealth than any time in our history.  The challenge is great but our 

resources and commitment are as well.  By developing a framework, retaining our strategic approach 

and pulling together, we can be Roanoke – Star City Strong! 
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Appendix: 

Municipal Facilities Working Group Information: 

As the work of the working group progresses, its recommended actions, timelines, etc. will be added to 

this document.  This will provide an outline of when and how various municipal facilities will reopen. 

Roanoke Greenways Reopening: 

Once the determination is made that the Roanoke Greenways can safely reopen the following steps will 

be taken to implement their phased re-opening: 

Tinker Creek, Garden City, and Lick Run Greenways will reopen with associated parking lots closed and 

signs at trailheads reminding of physical distancing and good hygiene practices. 

If after a specified period of time, this first opening is successful (meaning physical distancing is 

maintained) then we will proceed with the managed reopening of Roanoke River Greenway which will 

include continued closure of associated parking areas and signs at trailheads and along the trail reminding 

of physical distancing and good hygiene practices.  Wylie Drive through Smith Park will temporarily remain 

closed to vehicular traffic and will also be temporarily closed between Franklin Road and Crystal Springs 

Avenue to permit additional space for physical distancing in this known congested portion of the 

greenway. 

Communication & Engagement: 

As details associated with each of the actions noted in this plan are formalized, they will be accompanied 

by a communication and engagement plan which will be further developed in this section of the 

document. 

 


